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A Moroccan Jew buUds housing at Arad in the Negev. “Pajama-wearing” Jews from North Africa and Asia now make up 

the majority of Israel’s population. They meet official help and 
private hostility. But they are threatening to Orientalize the nation. 

BYJ. ROBERT MOSKIN LOOK SENIOR EDITOR 

Israel is a testament to the inability of men to live together. A 
nation created by anti-Semitic prejudice, its toughest internal problem 
today is how to absorb the great numbers of Jewish immigrants from 
the Arab-dominated countries of North Africa and from Asia who are 
lumped together under the label “Oriental Jews.” 

These Oriental Jews look different, dress differently, worship 
differently and react differently to the goals of the industrializing 
Israeli society. Virtually the only things they have in common with 
the Europe-originated Jews are their religion and their need for a 
haven from persecution. Some Israelis, says one sociologist, feel the 
differences are so great they must be genetic or racial. 

Many “European Jews” in Israel have reacted to the newcomers 
widi feelings of superiority. Says Dr. Israel Katz, Columbia Univer- 
sity-trained director of the Hebrew University School of Social Work, 

“The Western Jew conceives of himself as a superior person in cul- 
tural equipment.” The Europeans often display outright hostility if 
Orientals want to move in next door or to marry their daughter. 

Many Europeans exhibit an urgent, almost frantic, desire to 
wash the Orientals swiftly into the Israeli society that was created by 
European Jews and is dominated by them. 

The Orientals now make up more than half the Jewish popula- 
tion of Israel, and ships still bring more into Haifa harbor. But they 
are a deprived majority in educational and job opportunities and in 
political power. They have to take essentially what the European elite 
hands out. They react with resentment, frustration, apathy, delin- 
quency and occasional outbursts of violence. 

Jews, a racially-mixed people since Moses led them out of Egypt, 
have come to Israel from 102 countries and brought 81 different lan- 
guages. For a people so mixed by inheritance and so persecuted over 
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the centuries to exhibit prejudice may, at first blush, seem shocking, 
especially to American Jews who idealize Israel. But, as one Israeli 
social scientist says, “We are just human beings. We are not angels.” 
Israelis, like other people, often suspect or dislike those who are 
different, whether in customs or skin color. 

Radcliffe-educated sociologist Dr. Judith T. Shuvai of the Israel 
Institute of Applied Social Research has found “growing evidence of 
certain forms of scapegoating.” She reports, “Ethnic prejudice . . . 
may quite definitely be said to exist in Israel. It is directed principally 
against Jews of Oriental origin, but it has been our observation that 
more and more in recent years hostility has been focused specially on 
the North African groups . . . tliere is evidence that prejudice toward 
them has been growing over the years.” 

Polish-bom former Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion says, 
“Those from Morocco had no education. Their customs are those of 
Arabs. They love their wives, but they beat them. . . . Maybe in the 
tliird generation something will appear from the Oriental Jew that is 
a little different. But I don’t see it yet. The Moroccan Jew took a lot 
fi om the Moroccan Arab, and 1 don’t see much we can leam from the 
Moroccan Arabs. The culture of Morocco I would not like to have here. 
And I don’t see what contribution present Persians have to make.” 
Some European Jews resent the special housing, jobs and loans 
given the “pajama-wearing people.” Explains Prime Minister Levi 
Eshkol, “We have to overcome these differences. There is a gap.” 
Prior to the 1930’s, Zionists in Eastern Europe were pulled to 
Palestine )>y visions of a Jewish utopia. That dream is personified by 
Prime Minister Eshkol, whose father was killed in a Ukrainian po- 
grom in 1917. (Eshkol says proudly, “He was a stubborn Jew.”J He 
reflects, “We dreamt of the mass migration. When it came after the 
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Beersheba hospital team includes immigrants from I ran, Rumania and Tunisia. 




Sabra girl soldier teaches immigrant Israeli soldiers at Haif<fs Camp Marcus. 



Hitler calamity, we found an entirely different Jewry.” The Zionists 
were followed by refugees pushed to Israel by Nazi persecutions, at- 
tempts of Communist regimes to eradicate Judaism and persecutions 
in Arab countries. Between 1948 and 1961, the new nation took in one 
million immi grants, and by now, the old Zionist dream is virtually dead. 

The dean of Israeli sociologists. Dr. S. N. Eisenstadt, fears “an 
overall cleavage between ‘Orientals’ and ‘Occidentals.* ” Some author- 
ities now talk of the emergence of two Israelis. 

“By the end of this decade, all the Jews will come out from the 
Arab countries,” predicts Prime Minister Eshkol. But beyond the 
horizon is another group that could again change Israel’s social 
makeup: the Jews of the Soviet Union who are not now allowed to go 
to Israel. Says Eshkol, “The Russian ambassador says the Jews’ prob- 
lem is solved. It’s stupid. We know what is going on there.” 

Tension has been the immediate effect of the Oriental Jews’ 
presence in Israel. Oriental dissatisfaction with housing has exploded 
into “race riots,” most violently, that of North African Jews in Haifa’s 
Wadi Salih slum six years ago. There has been dissatisfaction with 
education. Emerging Oriental Jewish leaders are demanding more 
and more loudly that schools stop teaching that only European 
customs and values are worthwhile. There has been dissatisfaction 
with job opportunities. Seventeen percent of Israel’s Jews do unskilled 
labor, but 43 percent of the North African and 34 percent of the 
Middle Eastern Jews are low-paid unskilled workers. 

There is also rising dissatisfaction with the official Jewish Agency 
policy of settling many Oriental Jews in “new development towns,” 
like Kiryat Shemona in the far north and Dimona and brand-new Arad 



in the Negev desert. To some, this looks like blatant segregation. 

Strife has broken out even among Oriental Jews. This spring, 
Moroccans from a community near Ashkelon sat down in protest out- 
side the Jewish Agency compound in Jerusalem, demanding to be re- 
settled away from Jews from Tripoli. In August, Nortli African Jews 
rioted against Israeli Arabs in Ramie. When Oriental immigrants be- 
gan arriving en masse, the Israeli Government and the Jewish Agency 
had mixed Jews from different countries in frontier-style villages. 
That policy failed. Says a Jewish Agency leader, “It didn’t work. 
There were misunderstandings, racial and otherwise.” Dr. Shuval says 
of hostility between Iraqis and Moroccans, “They are both low on tlie 
pecking order and have no other place to direct their hostility.” 

The government is experimenting with developments such as 
Kiryat Gat. There, each ethnic group lives in its own village, but the 
children from several villages go to a central “integrated” school, ^d 
the people from a number of villages come to an “integi'ated” market 
town. This means, essentially, ffiat the government has given up on 
the older generation of Oriental immigrants and hopes that it can 
“save” the generation now in school. Says Mayor Mordeci Alon of 
Upper Nazareth, a new Jewish community next to Arab-dominated 
Nazareth, “ ‘Everyone who comes not from my place is my enemy.’ 
When they get rid of this suspicion and get the feeling that all are 
brothers, then we can move ahead. Tlie solution of the problem will 
not come from the parents, but from the children.” 

The Iraqi-born mayor of Beersheba, Eliahu Navi, who has been in 
Israel since 1925, ran for mayor to break up a movement to create 
etlmic parties in his city. He says, “I’m against assimilation in the 
European way of living. Every group can contribute something. I 
don’t know how the Israeli citizen will look 50 yearn from now, but I 
don’t think he should look like any one of the groups today. It needs 
time; it needs money. In this field, there are no miracles.” 

The long-range effects of tlie arrival of hordes of Oriental Jews 
are important and troublesome. In the first place, they promise to 
strengthen the hand of the Chief Rabbinate, the head of Orthodox 
Judaism, which tries to require that everyone eat kosher food, pro- 
hibits “violations” of the traditional Sabbath and controls by law 
everything to do with birth, marriage and death. (Civil marriages and 
interfaith marriages, for example, are both banned in Israel through 
the Rabbinate’s power. ) There have been signs that the Rabbinate is 
losing its grip on Israeli life. The European-originated Israelis are 
generally nonreligious, ignore many Orthodox Jewish customs and 
are more likely to spend the Sabbath on a Mediterranean beach at 
Tel-Aviv or Herzliya than in a synagogue. And the Israeli-born children 
of even religious Jews tend to discard the old ways of the Diaspora and 
the ghetto. But it is expected tliat the children of the Ori^ital Jews will 
be harder to wean from their Orthodox ritualism and that, as a result, 
religiosity will gain new strength in Israel. 

Second, tlie Oriental Jews have little sympathy for tlie ideological 
hopes of the Zionist Jews from Eastern Europe, who founded the state 
and banked on infusions of immigrants and money from European 
and American Jewry. Many Israeli leaders now fear that the influx of 
Oriental Jews will turn Israel back into a Levantine state with values 
and goals like those of its Middle Eastern neighbors. Then Israel would 
become moire and more remote from the Jews of America and Europe, 
who are wellsprings of Israeli culture and help make Israel economi- 
cally viable. One Israeli authority says bluntly, “Israel will inevitably 
become an Oriental country.” And he asks, “What will be the future of 
an Oriental Israel and an Occidental Diaspora?” 

If the Oriental Jews, tlirough their numbers and higher birthrate, 
do dominate ffie nation (60 percent of the babies bom in 1960 liad 
mothers from Africa or Asia), Israel may become another Middle 
Eastern speck on the map, and the 5.6 million American Jews would 
have less incentive to support it. Then Israel’s very existence will be 
in doubt. To prevent this, the ruling European part of the population 
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is trying to drag the Oriental Jews into the culture of present*day 
Israel and to make over the Orientals in the European mold. Says Ben- 
Gurion, **We want to conlbine two heritages— the Biblical heritage 
and the European heritage*” 

Nevertheless, authorities like Dr. Shuval and Dr. Chanan Rapa- 
port, U.S.-trained director of the Henrietta Szold Institute for Oiild 
and l&uth Welfare, believe that the Oriental-European gap is growing 
wider as Israel progresses and that the non-Europeans are becoming 
the “hewers of wood and drawers of water.” Says Dr. Rapaport, “It’s 
frightening because they are the majority. . . . This could create a 
racial and color problem iii the future.” 

The drive to Europeanize the Orientals is meeting resistance. 
Many Oriental Jews objebt to the presumption that because their 
pre-Israel culture is different, it has no value. They are often bafSed 
by the hustle and bustle 6f modem IsraeL They are not convinced 
that the customs, rituals and music from East European ghettos are 
superior to those from North Africa and Asia. They don’t like their 
children to come home from school and belittle the teachings of their 
fathers, who are the patriarchs of the Oriental family. They don’t want 
their children to be ashamed of their origins. A self-appointed spokes- 
man for the Orientals attacks the “unconscious, unthinking arro- 
gance” of European Jews and says, “It is the very urge to Westernize 
the Oriental (based on an outdated and nowadays quite un-European 
assumption that Europe hds an exclusive title-deed to the word ‘civili- 
zation’ ) which lies at the root of communal tension in Israel.” 

An ofiBcial committee studying problems in Musrara, a Jerusalem 
new-immigrant slum, reported in June: “The recommendations are 
three in number: educatioh, education and, again, education.” This is 
the traditional Jewish road to salvation and is appropriate here. Of 
Israel’s 162,000 illiterate^, 137,000 are Orientals. In 120 communi- 
ties, more than half the adults cannot read or write, and Army volun- 
teers are attempting to teach them how. 

But the main attack is on the children. More than 50 percent of 
first-grade children are noW Oriental. But only 28 percent of the Jewish 
pupils in postelementary schools are Immigrant children of Oriental 
families, and the figure drops to 16 percent in the twelfth grade. Ori- 
ental children rarely can afford to continue their schooling and are 
often discouraged by theif failure to grasp the European-geared cur- 
riculum. The dropout level among Oriental children is very high. 

Says the principal of ^ an overcrowded school in Beersheba, “All 
of a sudden you ask a child to jump 300400 years. He’s been up- 
rooted. This is very difBchlt.” She finds parents passing their preju- 
dices on to their children and says, “I can help in school, but not after- 
wards. If I do more, parents will be even more obstinate.” 

The government is giving Oriental children special attention. It 
has created a prekindergarten program so that these children can get a 
head start and begin formal schooling on a level more equal with their 
European-descended classmates. It also provides scholarships for 
bright Oriental pupils to gb beyond elementary school. Recently, there 
have been official proposals that the government actually pay Oriental 
families to let their children continue their studies. 

Although some call it lip service, efforts are being made to bring 
Oriental wisdom and histbry and writers and poets into the curricu- 
lum. But, says an educator, “There was no Shakespeare in Yemen.” 
Comments one teacher, who is proud of the effort being made, 
“I don’t think a wealthy man in New York would have the same drive 
to help a Puerto Rican as the Israelis have for helping their newcom- 
ers. There is a Jewish solidarity that dictates that drive.” They know 
Israel’s futme is in the balance. 

The government is dlso well aware of the shortage of teachers 
throughout the country ahd the flow of hundreds of teachers out of 
distant immigrant towns and slum areas into more attractive jobs in 
J erusalem, Haifa and Tel- Aviv. So far, the government has been unable 



to supply enough teachers to reverse this flow. In some Negev schools, 
the teacher turnover is as high as 70 percent a year. Says one school 
principal, “In the little villages, it is chaos.” 

Another program has been started at the other end of the educa- 
tional ladder. Since military service is compulsory for all boys and 
most girls, the government is forcing recruits who have not graduated 
from elementary school— 1,200 a year— to spend their final three 
months of service at an Army school at Camp Marcus in Haifa. There, 
young volunteer girl soldiers teach reading, writing and arithmetic to 
the uneducated sons of Oriental immigrants, who now comprise half 
the draftees. Ninety percent of the students at Camp Marcus are 
Oriental. Worthy as the Army school program is, it emphasizes the 
failure to solve the problem after ten years of effort within the normal 
school system. As Deputy Prime Minister and former Minister of 
Education Abba Eban recognizes, “The Army is too late to begin.” 
Eban makes a hopeful point: He says that the Jews who came 
from botli European and non-European countries have had to change 
in Israel. The Israeli way of life is foreign to the Jew from a Polish 
ghetto and to a Moroccan Jew from the Atlas Mountains. But Jews, who 
for centuries had been taught not to accept their surrounding culture, 
are now being asked to assimilate Israel’s strange culture. 

How Israel will be altered by its growing Oriental majority is a 
problem on which even the nation’s highest leaders disagree. 

Says Abba Eban, “I never believed Israel was going to be an 
Oriental country because of the influx of Oriental Jews. They are try- 
ing like mad to assimiliate. The cultural future lies in the victory of 
the existing culture, which is European in its roots and Hebrew in its 
garb. I don’t know how long it will take. The problem is to hold the 
line and see that explosive rancors do not occur in die meantime.” 
Says Prime Minister Eshkol, “It may take generations. It’s a 
matter of time. We cannot break the customs in five years. . . . Who 
knows what kind of a type will come out of it? We’ll see. So maybe a 
mixture of Yemenite, Bulgarian, Rumanian and Russian Jew.” 

And David Ben-Gurion says, “We could not expect, before the 
Second World War, immigrants from Asia and Africa. They are be- 
ing changed into Israeli Jews. The greatest Jew, Moses, was bom in 
North Africa. The God of tlie ChristianB was bom here in Asia. Of 
course Israel is in Asia. We are Asians.” END 




“// you're tvondering about that odd suit with the black belt, that^s 
my wife's karate outfit” 
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